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IFOCUS: CHILDREN'S UTERATURE I
LITERATURE for the EXPERIENCED, ACCOMPLISHED and ENTHUSIASTIC READER
Dr. Patricia J. Cianciolo
Michigan State University
because the individual exhibits one or
another exceptionality. Instead, the selection is made and the book read by
individuals most frequently because it
appears to be one that will satisfy a
particular affective, personal or academic
reading interest or need. There is no
literature that is especially suited for the
gifted, talented or creative child. Nor is
there a special kind of literature for
children who are mentally retarded or
educationally disadvantaged. There is "a
special literature", however, for readers
who have had a backlog of pleasant and
satisfying experiences with literature that
varies in form, content, style, themes, and
moods. In fact, the more ex tensive and
varied are the literary selections which
one reads, the more likely s/he will be
interested in and capable of reading
literature that is distinguished thus, special. It may be elegant in its simplicity of
style or structure or it may be a highly
sophisticated piece of writing. It may be
innovative or quite tradition. It is always
a unique and artistic accomplishment
regardless of how or what literary conventions and components are contained
in it. But, one need not be classified as
gifted, talented or creative to be able to
read this distinguished literature in order
to realize' the potential passion and power
that lies within it. To read it on ones own,
one usually does need to be a fairly
accomplished reader. But even more important than one's reading achievement
level, the student needs to bring with him
or her a wealth of wide and satisfying
experiences with literature.
Each publishing season there are issued
truly artistic literary accomplishments
which would appeal to the experienced,
enthusiastic readers. All too often, however, only a relatively small percentage of
these exceptional pieces of literature are
actually made accessible to our students.
Many school librarians and teachers are
inclined to purchase books which are
more likely to be read and enjoyed by
the majority of the students. The most
popular books are not usually the artistic

Few conscientious educators in American schools would deny (in theory at
least!) that schools can and should seek
out ways of dealing with individual pupils.
In school, there are times that individual
development is accomplished by working
in a one-to-one relationship yet, in the
main, in school the development and the
growth of interests and potentials of each
child are within the context of a group.
A legitimate concern of educators: how
one can help children with exceptionalities realize their maximum potential. As
school people did in the past, we also ask
what kind of school · environment will
provide the opportunities to help each
child work and learn in his/her private
way so s/he can grow to his/her full
individuality and regardless of his/her
exceptionality will be seen by him/herself and by others as a person of worth
and dignity. Many times exceptionalities
(including those which are inherent in
people labeled "gifted", "talented", and
"creative") warrant not only different
kinds of teaching methods but also different kinds of learning expereinces and
instructional materials. Recognition of
exceptionalities also calls for recognition
that it is all right to arrive at different
destinations and it is all right to achieve
many degrees of quality. Such would be
the contemporary thinking about teaching reading to children classified according to one or another exceptionality, be
they gifted, talented, creative, mental
retardated, educationally disadvantaged
or bilingual.
Since trade books (library books) are
created by authors and book artists and
marketed with the idea that they are to
be for use with individual readers primarily rather than with groups as are text
books, it has long been acknowledged
among school people that literature
(which is the substance of trade books)
can and should be used to foster individual
development. Occasionally literature may
be used in group situations. But, more
often than not it is selected and used on
a one-to-one basis. It is not used this way
18

Reardun, The Aimer Gate and Tom
Fobble 's Day. When I asked her if she
planned to include these compact and
truly innovative historical novellas in her
list of recommendations, she said: "Oh,
Garner is much too complicated for us.
The teachers and librarians can't understand him and certainly one wouldn't
expect the students to know what he is
about. I didn't even bother to read these
little books." How sad! Think of the
power this librarian has. Not only did she
fail to see her role (and the role of the
book selectors who use her lists) as change
agents, she did not even offer the users of
her list the option to decide for themselves if many of a few or none of their
students might well enjoy and gain untold
benefits that come with having experienced what "The Stone Book Quartet"
offers readers young and old alike. Garner offers in these four books au unforgettable literary experience. Recommend them to your enthusiastic readers
for their independent reading. Read them
aloud to 10 - 14 year olds. They are
distinguished books in every sense of the
term. They offer so much to think about,
so much to feel strongly about. Some
children will read them over and over
again, I am certain!
I am firmly convinced that one should
have the option to select books in which
the content, writing style, form or techniques are traditional or iconoclastic, are
of the sort which one is familiar with or
not. Furthermore, it is imperative that
some how, some way readers (be they
teachers, librarians or students) must be
allowed to at least be exposed to, if not
actually experience · the innovative, the
unusual, even the avant garde literature.
Not everyone should be expected to like
the same forms of literature, the same
styles used in creating stories or poems or
book illustrations. Yet there should be
opportunities for everyone to know about
them, "to try them on for size." Elsewise no one. will ever grow or mature
aesthetically, an area in which all humans
must progress in order to become a self
actualized and fully functioning personality.
Children who are classified as "gifted,"
"talented" or "creative" need exposure
to a variety of literature just as much as
children who are not in these groups.
Children who are "gifted", "talented,"

. literary selections. Usually the stories
which are the fairly easy to read and are
the kinds of stories that the students or
their teachers and parents already know
and feel comfortable with prove to be the
most popular books. Books written by
new authors, illustrated in sophisticated
and/or abstract art styles or written in
innovative and fairly esoteric styles or
forms tend to have a lower circulation,
for children usually have to be experienced, accomplished readers of literature to even want these books or be able
to read them. Furthermore, one usually
has to bring these books to the students
attention by way of reading the stories
aloud to children, book talks, shadowbox
or bulletin board displays or other motivating activities. Not only should these
books be included in the school library
collection so they are readily accessible
to the students, but the librarians or
teachers who work with the students
must know about the books, they must
also like the books enough to share their
enthusiasm about them with the students.
Does this mean then that librarians
and teachers do not need to consider it
their responsibility to extend or change
students' literary or aesthetic tastes or
preferences, that they need not motivate
their students to be more inclined to
tolerate or even want to read ·books that
are elegant, refined, sophisticated and/or
cosmopolitan? If one takes the position
that it is indeed educators' responsibility
to strive to change the aesthetic (literary
and artistic) tastes and preferences of
their students, more children will reap
the benefits and pleasures which fine
literature has the potential to provide. If
one says it is not the prerogative of
educators to strive for this objective, only
a privileged few will benefit from the
literary experience. An ·issue worth pondering over, is it not?!
Recently, I was talking with a librarian
whose responsibility it was to prepare a
list of titles of children's books which she
recommended for purchase. Book ·selectors from at least eight school systems
used her lists as their basic source for
identifying the titles they purchased ,each
year for their school libraries. I had just
finished reading Alan Garner's "Stone
Book Quartet," one historical novel in
four published first in England and now
in the United States, Stone Book, Granny
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Cow. Medieval in setting and lore, it is a
modern book in every sense of the word.
It is truly a story for children and adults.
One will get out of it whatever his/her
maturity, perceptiveness about the human
experience and background of reading
experiences will allow. One sees, and
along with the animal characters becomes
totally immersed in a world involved in a
battle between evil that is devastating and
sinister and good wherein lies hope and
respect for self and others. The style of
writing used in this extended fable is
direct and forthright. The reader is pressed
to move forward to a relentless conclusion but s/he experiences any number of
sensory impressions and emotions before
getting to the end. The characters are
distinct and symbolic, the strengths and
weaknesses of each one are skillfully and
deliberately highlighted. The Book of the
Dun Cow offers a personal and private
reading experience. It is a book one
ponders about long after the last page is
read and the covers closed. It provides a
memorable religious experience - not a
denominational one, but a universal one
that children (and adults) will not soon,
if ever, forget.
Two very fine spoofs published in
1978 are worthy of purchase and are
excellent choices for wholesome, funfilled read aloud books, especially if you
want to introduce ten through thirteen
year olds to this sophisticated type of
fiction. Sid Fleischman is a master of the
modern tall tale and with Humbug Mountain he offers a rollicking spoof about a
newspaper family down on their luck and
living in the Old West. Each member of
this family is truly a unique person. Using
a downhome dialect as he narrates his
outlandish story, the narrator, a young
boy who is addicted to nickel novels about

or "creative" will not automatically be
more enthusiastic and accomplished
readers. Nor will they necessarily even
enjoy literature that is any more sophisticated elegant or unusual than that read
by children designated less intelligent or
less talented or less creative. With a few
givens, especially those I mentioned
earlier (backlog or pleasant, varied and
satisfying literary experiences, exposure
to fine literature, accessibility of this
literature and motivation to read it) they
will seek out, read, understand and enjoy
the finest and most rewarding literary
fare that now exists.*
Let us look at a few books besides The
Stone Book Quartet that in my opinion
are clearly distinguished literature, that
are multi-dimensional and would prove
rewarding literary fare for independent
reading by experienced, accomplished
and enthusiastic readers and for reading
aloud to those less experienced with
literature, less accomplished in their reading achievement and less enthusiastic
maybe even a bit reluctant about reading
literature.
The 1979 Newbery medal book is The
Westing Game by Ellen Raskin. During
an interview shortly after the announcement that Ms. Raskin's zany and complicated mystery/word puzzle was named
the most outstanding piece of literature
published in the United States in 1978,
she reportedly said that she was more
than a little surprised that a piece of
fiction so different in its literary conventions would ever win the Newbery
Award. Win it did! And what a richly
rewarding reading experience one will
have when reading this story about paired
heirs to a millionaire's fortune. The complexfry of the story, the intensity of
sympathetic understanding and emotional
identification with each of the sixteen
three dimens1onal characters, one of
whom is a murderer and the skillful
spicey humor sprinkled throughout will
surely challenge and please anyone who
reads it once, twice or even three times.
This entertaining tour de force is not easy
to read but it should prove to be a popular
Newbery Medal book, a reputation seldom earned by books named for this
award.
One of the most accomplished piece
of fanciful fiction published in the United
States in 1978 was The Book of the Dun

*Keep in mind that children respond
quite successfully to literature that is
written on several levels of consciousness.
Barthes and more recently, Garner speak
of the literary onion - the difficulty of a
book is explained by saying it is in layers,
the interplay of sources and meanings in
the text are present in any good piece of
literature and each reader explains at
different levels, focuses differently and
brings significance to each character in
relation to his own time and in relation
to his own past and attitudes and concepts
about the future.
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his hero quickshot Billy, tells a story
filled with action, humor, suspense. The
characters change for better or worse and
come to grips with themselves and their
lot in life. One is firmly convinced it is
definitely a true story.
Have your students compare Humbug
Mountain with Emily Upham 's Revenge
or How Deadwood Dick Saved the
Banker's Niece by Avi. This is an adventure story and melodrama set in North
Brookfield, Massachusetts in 1875. The
conversations and incidents are contrived
in the spirit of nineteenth century New
England. The author mimics the Puritan
platitudes of the l 800's literature Avi has
given the heroine all of the characteristics
which thoughtful people and those "in
the know" in the late l 970's declare
stereotypic and frequently he allows her
to indulge in sarcasm. Emily Upham is
the damsel in distress · and Seth Maple,
alias Deadwood Dick, saves her from the
local villian. As one of my friends said
about this book,: "The readers are given
the opportunity to respond personally to
incidents of scoffing, spoof, satire, sarcasm, making fun of, poking fun at,
ridiculing and mimicing." It is a tonguein-cheek humor of the highest quality
and none of it permits literal, gullible
reading.
There were two excellent allegories
published in 1978. By way of prototypes,
the authors of these allegories offer comments about aspects of the human condition. Worthy of special attention because they are special books are Hawks of
Ozelney by Adrienne Jones and Tuppeny
by Julia Cunningham. Neither of these
books should be considered realistic fiction nor are they to be classified as fantasy. In both instances, the readers must
be sophisticated enough in their reading of
this kind of fiction to recognize that the
strengths and weaknesses of the characters are exaggerated in order to develop
theme and symbolism. The writing style
in Hawks of Ozelney is elegant and so

very poetic. Because of her detailed
descriptions, picturesque metaphors and
similies, the reader can create in his/her
own mind, time after time, unforgettably
dramatic three dimensional sensory images
of place, action and personalities. In contrast, in Tuppeny, Julia Cunningham has
written a short novel and it is deceptively
simplistic. Yet she is a master at creating
a sense of mood and place with an
economy of detail and number of incidents. Each author in her own way offers
the readers a somber and intense comment about the evils of parochialism as
well as alienation and rejection. Both
authors emphasize without being the least
bit didactic the tremendous healing power
of caring and loving.
CONCLUSION
One could go on for there were more
truly fine books published in 1978. But
these are perhaps the most unique and
exemplify the kind of reading fare one
can and should offer young people who
are experienced, accomplished and enthusiastic readers of literature (not necessarily only those labeled gifted, talented and
creative).
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